• In this paper, we use two new datasets to explore the extent to which the gender gap in HE participation amongst young people in England is related to prior attainment. The first dataset is Cohort 12 of the Youth Cohort Study -a longitudinal survey of young people aged 16 and upwards which monitor their decisions and behaviour in making the transition from compulsory education to Further or Higher Education, or to the labour market. The second dataset consists of recently matched schools and higher education administrative records (the National Pupil Database, the Pupil Level Annual Schools Census, and the Higher Education Statistics Agency student record).
• For young people (18-19 year olds) who are English-domiciled and who did not attend an independent school in Year 11, we find no conclusive evidence of a gender difference in the likelihood of participating in HE (excluding HE in FE) -once prior attainment (in the form of young people's attainment at GCSE or equivalent) is controlled for. This is not to say that the gender gap in HE participation does not exist, nor that it isn't large. But our analysis suggests that no additional gender effect appears at the point of entry to Higher Education and, hence, that efforts to reduce the gender gap in HE participation should predominantly be aimed at increasing the relative attainment of young men prior to HE.
• In order to put the gender finding into perspective, we also replicated our analysis for: (i) young people from White backgrounds, compared to young people from ethnic minority backgrounds; and (ii) young people who were on Free School Meals in the last year of compulsory education, compared to those who weren't. We find that young people from ethnic minority backgrounds are overwhelmingly more likely to enter HE compared to White people with the same prior attainment. In the case of young people who were eligible for FSM, we find that prior attainment explains the vast majority of the gap in participation compared to non-FSM pupils, however we still find a small, negative (and statistically significant) effect, which we could not eliminate entirely in any of our models. In both cases (but particularly in the case of White in relation to ethnic minority students), this suggests that something else affects the likelihood to participate in HE, over and above prior attainment.
I. Background
1. Arguably, one of the greatest transformations to have occurred in English Higher Education (HE) over the past few decades has been the increased participation of women. For centuries, universities in England had been closed to women (Delamont 2006 ). England's two oldest universities (Oxford and Cambridge) did not fully admit women until 1920 and 1947, respectively 1 , and, on the eve of the Second World War, women constituted less than a quarter of the university student population (Dyhouse 2006 ). Yet, according to a well-known measure of participation in HE (the API 2 ),
women's participation rates had caught up with those of men by 1992: 0% 1972 1974 1976 1978 1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 Source: OECD Education at a Glance 2007, Table C2 .4. Note: Mismatches between the coverage of the population data and the student/graduate data mean that the participation rates for those countries that are next exporters of students may be underestimated and those that are net importers may be overestimated.
4. Nor is this gender gap unique to Higher Education. The Department for Children, Schools and Families' (DCSF) recent report "Gender and Education: the evidence on pupils in England" showed that there has been a long-standing gender gap in GCSE attainment. Since 1988, girls have become significantly more likely than boys to achieve five or more GCSEs at grades A*-C. This gap quickly increased and subsequently became stable at around a 10 percentage points, with little variation since 1995. The gender gap is currently 9.2 percentage points: 65% of girls and 55.8% of boys achieved 5+ A*-C GCSEs or equivalent in 2007. 1 9 8 5 1 9 8 6 1 9 8 7 1 9 8 8 1 9 8 9 1 9 9 0 1 9 9 1 1 9 9 2 1 9 9 3 1 9 9 4 1 9 9 5 1 9 9 6 1 9 9 7 1 9 9 8 1 9 9 9 2 0 0 0 2 0 0 1 2 0 0 2 2 0 0 3 2 0 0 4 2 0 0 5
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Note: The break in time series is due to changes in the source of further and higher education data. Source: SFR 21/2006 http://www.dfes.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/SFR/s000658/index.shtml 6. Girls are also more likely to be entered for A Levels than boys (54% of entries are female), in contrast to the 1950s and 1960s when only a third of A-Level entries were female. Gender differences in pass rates for those entered for A-Levels are much narrower, but differences still exist. Across all subjects, the range of difference is 4 percentage points: 1 9 9 4 1 9 9 5 1 9 9 6 1 9 9 7 1 9 9 8 1 9 9 9 2 0 0 0 2 0 0 1 2 0 0 2 2 0 0 3 2 0 0 4 2 0 0 5 2 0 0 6 Males Females 7. Finally, girls also perform better than boys in terms of those attaining an A grade (for the majority of subjects), which is a significant change over the last ten years. 30% 1 9 9 6 1 9 9 7 1 9 9 8 1 9 9 9 2 0 0 0 2 0 0 1 2 0 0 2 2 0 0 3 2 0 0 4 2 0 0 5 2 0 0 6
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II. Structure and Purpose of this Paper
8. The main purpose of this paper is to explore the extent to which the gender gap in HE participation is related to prior attainment, but we shall also extend this analysis for young people from different socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds. Although such gaps have previously been analysed using the Youth Cohort Survey 8 , small sample sizes and large and differential attrition rates by gender and prior attainment 9 meant that we could never be certain about the extent to which the gender gap in HE participation closed after controlling for prior attainment.
9. Recently, English pupils' school records in the National Pupil Database (NPD) have been linked to student records kept by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA). These administrative datasets allow us to analyse the relationship between HE participation and prior attainment in greater detail and certainty -although the lack of information on pupil characteristics for young people in independent schools means that the analysis is often (and will be in this paper) restricted to pupils in maintained schools only. In addition, the cut of the data we worked on did not include Individual Learner Record (ILR) data, and hence excludes all records of young people who may have been in HE in Further Education (FE) colleges. So, unless otherwise stated, all findings in this paper based on the linked administrative data apply to young people who are English-domiciled, did not attend an independent school in Year 11, and are not in HE in a FE college. 10 In addition, we only look at participation in UK HEIs.
10. All findings based on the YCS will be on an equivalent basis -except for the fact that they will also include HE in FE. Although, technically speaking, it is possible, on the YCS, to filter out those who are on a HE course in a FE college, attrition and / or response rates to certain questions between Sweeps 3 and 4 of Cohort 12 affected the proportion of students studying in a university or a higher education college in such a way that it makes these variables unfit to be used in our analysis. Instead, we have had to base our analysis on the type of qualification sought which, unfortunately, does not allow us to distinguish between the types of institution studied at.
11. Despite these differences between the analyses carried out on the two datasets available to us, a secondary outcome of this paper will be a comparison of the "stories" the two datasets tell us about the relationship between gender and prior attainment. Although not a primary aim of this paper, this comparison is an important one, since the YCS, with its wealth of qualitative and contextual information, will continue to be an invaluable source of information on the participation of young people in HE, which linked administrative data will never be able to provide.
12. It is important to point out that this paper will look at young participation only (18 and 19 year olds) -and this narrow focus is dictated by the availability of data. 11 In analysing gender participation gaps, this tells only part of the story, since we know that gender gaps persist for older age groups.
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13. This paper will not attempt to look at the causes of the attainment gaps that exist between men and women. A vast literature exists on this topic and, as a general introduction, the reader is referred to DCSF's recent topic paper on gender: "Gender and education: the evidence on pupils in England". Nor will we be concerned with differences in types of participation by men and women. For instance, well-known differences exist in subject choice between men and women 13 , as well as in mode of study 14 .
14. Finally, it is important to point out that we are modelling participation in HE, rather than demand for HE. This is because the data available to us (YCS and HESA) only allow us to analyse outcomes, and not the intermediate stage of applications. For the latter, UCAS data on applicants would be necessary. A recent UCAS report found that, despite women being over-represented in HE, they were more likely not to be placed at the end of the application cycle than men (UCAS 2007).
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15. The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. In the next section, we will describe the datasets we used for this study (YCS and NPD-HESA administrative dataset). In section IV we look at the relationship between gender gaps in HE participation and prior attainment gaps. We follow up on this discussion by looking at gender participation gaps over time, and by comparing these gaps with other gaps in HE participation. We do this in section V. Section VI summarises the findings and concludes.
11 As time passes and subsequent years of HESA data are linked into earlier NPD/PLASC records, analyses of older participation will become possible. 12 For instance, the latest DfES publication on "Participation rates in higher education: the YCS attempts to correct for this imbalance, the adjustment will never be perfect (Table 2 ) and, even if the weights managed to get us back to the population equivalent gender split, there may still be differential response biases between males and females that weights cannot control for. 16 The issued sample for YCS Cohort 12 was 30,000 (including both Welsh-and Englishdomiciled students) and a success rate of 46.7% was achieved. The sampling frame indicated a target of 51% males to correspond with Year 11 school registers for 2002/03, but Sweep 1 contained only 44.1% male respondents. 17 Note that the higher male mortality in these age ranges means that we would not expect the same sex proportions across sweeps, even if we had no attrition. 18 The YCS data was weighted to correct for biases which arose due to differences in selection probabilities, and differential response rates. Three types of weight were created: selection weights; ethnic boost weights, and non-response weights. The final weight was calculated as the product of all three weights. Again, weights attempt to correct for these different attrition rates (Tables 3 and 4) . Interestingly, the attrition rate for females attaining 5 or more good GCSEs is quite a bit lower than that for males attaining 5 or more good GCSEs (Tables 5 and 6 ). 40% of females with five good GCSEs present in Sweep 1 re-appear in Sweep 4, compared to 31% of males with five good GCSEs in Sweep 1. This will partly explain why the YCS exaggerates the gender gap in HE participation (very few pupils who did not achieve 5 good GCSEs will go on to HE) -and we shall return to this point when we look at the relationship between gender gaps in HE participation and prior attainment in section IV below. 20. Finally, since in this paper we will also be looking at participation in HE by socioeconomic class and ethnicity, we present, in tables 7 and 8 below, the attrition rates by these two characteristics as well. The attrition rates for young people from lower socio-economic classes are higher than those for young people from higher socioeconomic classes. The attrition rates of young people from non-white minority ethnic 20 backgrounds are only marginally lower than those for young people from White backgrounds. It is also worth pointing out (not shown in the tables below) that the attrition rate of low-achieving young people from lower socio-economic classes is higher than that of low-achieving people from higher socio-economic classes. The attrition rate of low-achieving people from non-White backgrounds is only marginally lower than that of low-achieving people from White backgrounds. It is not entirely clear why these discrepancies exist -although preliminary analysis of the "previous institution" field on the HESA field suggests that a large number of students have either no information on their previous institution, or attended a non-state or foreign school, so would not be expected to appear in our matched dataset.
24. Finally, 20,384 individuals (3.63%) in our sample have no information at all on their GCSE performance. This could be for various reasons: they could have dropped out of school before the end of compulsory education; they could not have sat their exams yet; or they could have sat any of the vocational qualifications, other than GNVQs, information on which was not collected prior to 2004. For the purposes of this paper, we have tended to include dummy variables to control for individuals who have no GCSE attainment information. Although is very likely that the GCSE attainment of these individuals was, in fact, zero 23 -it seemed safer to deal with them using a dummy variable since GCSE attainment information appeared not to be missing at random: it was missing for 4.2% of men, compared to 3.0% of women; it was much more likely to be missing for Black students (5.7%) than for White students (3.5%) or Asian students (2.8%); pupils on FSM appeared to be particularly affected (7.1% compared to 2.8% for non-FSM pupils); and students who were in HE by 19 were much less likely to have missing GCSE score information (0.4%) than young people who were not in HE by 19 (4.9%).
Comparisons between the YCS and the Linked Administrative Data
25. Table 10 below summarises what Cohort 12 of the YCS tells us about gender gaps in some key measures of educational attainment and participation. These gaps are all consistently in favour of women, and are all statistically significant. 26. Table 11 below replicates some of these key measures of educational attainment and participation using the linked NPD-HESA data. The administrative data confirms the YCS finding that females have an advantage on all measures, although it is clear that the YCS overestimates attainment and participation for both genders, and at all stages. Considering the differential attrition rates by prior attainment documented in the previous section, this is not surprising. 23 According to the following SFR publication http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/SFR/s000702/SFR01-2007.pdf the proportion of 15 year olds that are estimated not to achieve any passes at GCSE or equivalent at all stands at 2.2%. 24 Here, as everywhere else in this paper, GCSE point score refers to the old system of calculating the total sum of an individual's GCSEs, where A*=8, A=7, B=6, C=5, D=4, E=3, F=2, G=1. Here, we take the total uncapped GCSE point score (i.e. the total of all the GCSE results for the individual, regardless of how many GCSEs s/he sat). Elsewhere in this paper, we also used the capped GCSE point score -the total of that individual's best 8 GCSE results -and average GCSE scores. 
IV. Gender Gaps and Prior Attainment
27. In this section, we will investigate what the data tell us about the relationship between gender gaps in HE participation and prior attainment. We find that very simple controls for prior attainment greatly reduce the effect of gender on HE participation, although they do not eliminate it entirely. Our econometric models do not allow us to draw any clear conclusions about the significance or the direction of the gender effect, once prior attainment is controlled for. However, even if a gender effect persists after controlling for prior attainment, we find that this is very small, particularly in comparison to the effect of increasing prior attainment.
28. As we saw in the previous section, the YCS suggests that, in 2006/07, there was a 11 percentage point gap in HE participation by age 19 between English-domiciled men and women who attended maintained schools in Year 11. Similarly, the linked administrative data tells us that there was a 7 percentage point gender gap in HE participation in 2005/06. However, we also know that women have higher prior attainment than men, so we would like to know to what extent this gap narrows once we compare men and women with similar levels of prior attainment.
29. In the following diagram, we have split up our YCS sample into quintiles according to GCSE point score attainment (uncapped). For each quintile, we then compare the participation rate of men with that of women and we find that the participation gaps are reduced (from an overall 11 percentage point gap), but remain relatively large (up to 6 percentage points, depending upon the quintile). 30. The NPD-HESA data allows much more detailed analysis of the relationship between prior attainment and HE participation (over 550,000 observations, compared to under 4,000 on our YCS sample). Figure 8 replicates Figure 7 above, except that we have now split up pupils into "fifteenths" of GCSE attainment rather than quintiles (where GCSE attainment is measured by the total uncapped point score). From an overall gender participation gap of 7.3 percentage points, the largest gaps seen in the diagram below range from -1.3 percentage points in favour of men, to 0.6 percentage points in favour of women. 32. We ran several probit regressions on the dichotomous outcome variables "In HE by 18" and "In HE by 19". Modelling entry at both these ages separately allows us to account to a certain extent for both the likelihood of gap years and the possibility of dropping out between 18 and 19 differing between males and females.
33. As explanatory variables, we used a dummy variable for gender (taking the value of 1 when the individual is female, and 0 otherwise) and we used achievement at GCSE (or equivalent) as our base control for prior attainment, as such information was available for almost the entire cohort on a comparable basis (unlike A Level or other Level 3 qualifications, where selection issues start playing a role). We experimented with three different GCSE variables: (i) the total uncapped point score of the individual (calculated using the old system -see footnote 24); (ii) the total capped point score of the individual (i.e. taking the sum of the individual's best 8 GCSEs) 26 ;
and (iii) the individual's average GCSE attainment. In addition, we included quadratic and cubic terms of these GCSE attainment variables in some of our regressions, to allow for non-linear relationships between the individual's attainment and their likelihood of participating in HE.
34. First, we discuss the regression results using Cohort 12 of the YCS. The full output from the regression analysis can be found in Annex 1. In none of the regressions using the individuals' average GCSE point score did we find a significant gender effect. The only significant gender effect was found when we used the total (uncapped) point score to control for prior attainment -in which case four out of six regressions suggested a marginally significant (5% level) effect, with women slightly more likely than men to be in HE, even after controlling for prior attainment. Overall, however, gender was not found to be significant in 8 of the 12 models we ran on the YCS.
35. Turning to the results of the regressions on the linked administrative data, presented in full in Annex 2, we find that, in 8 of the 18 models we ran, the effect of gender is found to be insignificant after controlling for prior attainment -which is a particularly strong result, considering the large size of our dataset. By 18, we find some positive effects in favour of women, but by 19 this seems to reverse in favour of men (i.e. men are actually more likely to participate in HE, after controlling for prior attainment). By 18, the only significant gender effects we find are when we use total uncapped and average GCSE point score, whereas by 19, the significant gender effects appear when we use total capped and average GCSE point score.
36. Overall, these results (both on the YCS and on the linked administrative data) appear to support the conclusion that no clear gender effect can be found once we control for prior attainment using GCSE point scores. Moreover, even when a significant effect can be found, the size of it is negligible. For instance, taking Model 22, the difference in the predicted likelihood of participation in HE by age 19 between a man and a woman with average GCSE attainment is 0.4 percentage points. In comparison, increasing the GCSE attainment of an individual with average GCSE attainment by just one point (i.e. one grade increase in one GCSE) would increase the chances of that individual participating in HE by age 19 by 2.3 percentage points.
V. Gender Gaps in Perspective
37. Although men are currently less likely to be in HE by age 19 than women, we have just seen that our data suggests that this gap turns very small (if not insignificant, or the other way round) once we control for prior attainment.
38. In this section, we shall see that the YCS suggests that this is a relatively new phenomenon and that, for previous cohorts of young people, women were clearly less likely to participate in HE than men, even after controlling for prior attainment. In addition, we'll compare the gender participation gap to the gaps that exist between young people from deprived backgrounds (whether measured by FSM or SocioEconomic Class) and those from privileged backgrounds; and the gaps that exist between young people from non-White minority ethnic groups and their White peers. We'll see that, in comparison to the gender gap, these gaps are: (i) larger and (ii) do not disappear entirely once prior attainment is taken into account (although most of the FSM/socio-economic class gap can be explained by prior attainment).
Gender Gaps over Time
39. Unfortunately, the linked NPD-HESA dataset cannot yet be used for comparisons of gender gaps over time. However, for the purpose of this paper, we analysed 8 successive cohorts of the YCS (starting with Cohort 5 through to Cohort 12 -i.e. starting with pupils eligible to leave school in 1989-90 and ending with those eligible to leave school in 2002/03).
40. Using the YCS for constructing time series is always discouraged because of the small sample sizes involved and the problems with attrition rates. In our analysis, we faced some additional problems which included: (i) poor documentation of the YCS variables (particularly for earlier cohorts); and (ii) changes in the way questions were asked over time, as well as in the timing of the questionnaires. For increased consistency, this section looks at 18 year olds and 1 st Degrees only 27 . Young people from Wales are excluded from the analysis; however we did not exclude students who had attended independent schools in Year 11. Finally, prior attainment is controlled for by the total uncapped GCSE point score of young people, but excluding equivalent qualifications.
27 Cohorts 5 to 9 have a "qualifications" section, under which respondents are asked to tick any qualifications they are currently studying for: NVQ, GNVQ, BTEC, City and Guilds, RSA, GCSE, A Level, Degree -and at what level (e.g. BTEC First, National or Higher Diploma). Only if respondents ticked the "Degree" box did we consider them to be studying for a degree. From Cohort 10 onwards, the question in the "qualifications" section changed slightly. Respondents were still asked to tick the qualifications they were studying for, but all degreelevel courses (e.g. BTEC Higher Diploma) were subsumed under the question "Are you currently studying for a Higher Education qualification, such as a degree, Diploma in Higher Education, Initial Teacher Training, HND or similar?" When respondents answered "yes" to this question, they were subsequently asked what qualifications they were studying for: "Degree", "Diploma in Higher Education", "Initial Teacher Training", "HND" or "Other". We considered anyone who ticked "Degree", "Diploma in Higher Education" and "Initial Teacher Training" to be studying for a degree because: (i) these qualifications were not separately asked for in previous surveys (so they may have previously have been subsumed under "degree" anyway); and (ii) this seemed to provide the most consistent time series.
41. Despite these caveats, the results of our analysis were very interesting and corroborate some of the hypotheses about the evolution in gender gaps in HE participation. On the one hand, the YCS confirms that the gender gap in participation has been widening over time. From a negative gap, women overtook men in 1992/93 (similar story as told by the API), and continued to increase their participation at a faster rate than men ever since. 42. Although in terms of raw participation rates women caught up with men in the early 1990s, they were still less likely to progress into HE once prior attainment was controlled for. By the late 1990s, as women continued to increase their participation rates, the gender effect turned insignificant after controlling for prior attainment.
43. This is shown in the graph below which, for each YCS cohort, provides the odds ratios of being in HE for women compared to men, after controlling for prior attainment. Odds ratios are equal to 1 if there is gender parity in HE participation. Odds ratios smaller than one indicate that women are less likely to be in HE than men, despite their higher prior attainment. And odds ratios larger than 1 would suggest that women are more likely to be in HE than men with similar levels of prior attainment. The graph also shows confidence intervals. If these include the value of 1, then the gender gap in participation is said to be insignificant. 44. Although we have argued in the previous section that the latest data suggests that prior attainment can explain the totality of the gap in HE participation between men and women, the momentum shown in the above analysis suggests that the relationship between gender, prior attainment and HE participation should be kept under close scrutiny in the future to verify whether significant gaps (over and above prior attainment) might arise over time.
Gender Gaps, compared to Social Class and Ethnicity Gaps
45. Although gender gaps in HE participation are large, gaps in participation between different ethnic groups and between people from lower and higher socio-economic backgrounds: (i) tend to be larger and (ii) remain significant after controlling for prior attainment -although the socio-economic/FSM gap at the point of entry to higher education is also small once prior attainment is controlled for.
46. The following two diagrams show how "raw" participation rates differ for: males v. females; White v. ethnic minority groups; and lower NS-SEC v. higher NS-SEC groups (FSM v. non-FSM for the linked data). 47. Although we are not comparing exactly the same thing on the YCS and on the linked administrative data 29 , both datasets do suggest that the HE participation gaps between deprived and non-deprived pupils are much larger than the gender gap. Similarly, the participation gaps between young people from White and non-White backgrounds are nearly twice as large as those between young men and women.
48. The previous graphs show simple, dichotomous gaps. But the inequalities are cumulative, in the sense that if you are White, male and have been on FSM, your participation rate by age 19 is considerably lower than if you had been from a minority ethnic group, female, and not on FSM. In fact, the latter are eight and a half times more likely to be in HE by 19 than the former: 
49. The linked data now also allows us to look at ethnicity in more detail (rather than the simple White/non-White dichotomy forced upon us by the small sample sizes of the YCS). Although the low participation rates of White, working class boys is now well publicised, the picture is even worse for Black Caribbean and Black Other boys (and girls, for that matter).
30
29 As a reminder: on the linked data, we do not include HE in FE, whereas in the YCS we do. Also: on the YCS, we compare participation rates between different socio-economic classes, whereas on the linked administrative data we are looking at participation rates by FSM status. 50. Finally, not only are the ethnicity and FSM gaps larger than the gender gap, they also do not disappear entirely after controlling for prior attainment (although the majority of the FSM gap can, in fact, be explained by prior attainment). In the following two diagrams, we have ranked young people into 15 groups according to their GCSE attainment 31 . We then compare participation by ethnicity and FSM within each of these "fifteenths" of GCSE attainment. 
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33 See Annex 6 for the number of cases in each quantile, by FSM status.
51. As these graphs show, after controlling for prior attainment: (i) minority ethnic groups are still significantly more likely to participate in higher education than their white peers (particularly towards the middle of the GCSE attainment ranking); (ii) FSM students towards the bottom of the GCSE distribution appear to be more likely, whereas those towards the high end of the attainment spectrum are less likely to, participate in HE by 19 compared to their non-FSM peers.
52. The FSM effect is not as overwhelming as the ethnicity effect, and so deserves further investigation. As we shall see later, when we discuss our regression results, the FSM gap does remain significant and negative after controlling for prior attainment as well as other student characteristics. We confirmed this finding by rerunning our regressions using IDACI 34 instead of FSM to control for deprivation: in every single regression, the coefficients on the variables controlling for the 25% most and 25% second most deprived areas were negative and significant.
53. It is worth pointing out, however, that the FSM effect is small. In terms of the number of people affected, if we assumed that, in the diagram above, young people on FSM in the top six "fifteenths" had participation rates similar to those of the non-FSM pupils, then an additional 700 FSM youngsters would be participating in HE by age 19, adding 0.9 percentage points to the participation rate of young people on FSM.
54. The fact that ethnicity and FSM status are significant in explaining participation in HE over and above the effect of prior attainment is confirmed by econometric analysis.
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We re-ran all the regression from section IV, but now also including controls for FSM status as well as for the broad ethnic groupings "Black", "Asian", "Chinese", "Mixed" and "Other/Unknown". All regression results are attached in Annex 3.
55. In all of our regressions: (i) the effect of FSM on the likelihood of participation status was negative and significant; (ii) the effect of all minority ethnic group controls were positive and significant; and (iii) the effect of gender was, as before, ambiguous and insignificant at the 5% level in about a third of our regressions (and insignificant at the 1% level in half of our regressions).
34 IDACI is the Income Deprivation Affecting Children Index. It is a supplementary index to the Indices of Multiple Deprivation and it measures the proportion of children under the age of 16 in an area living in low income households. IDACI codes are calculated at the Super Output Level and range from 0.00 (least deprived) to 1.00 (most deprived). For our purposes, we created two dummies to include in our regression analysis: one which controlled for the 25% most deprived areas; and another which controlled for the 25% second most deprived areas. 35 In regressions where only FSM is included alongside prior attainment (i.e. excluding gender and ethnicity), the effect of FSM can be made insignificant. However, this is likely to be because FSM is highly correlated with ethnicity (with ethnic minorities much more likely to be on FSM), and so the high participation rates of ethnic minorities will attenuate the negative FSM effect. In our dataset, and for young people in maintained schools only, 12.1% of Whites were on FSM, compared to 32.4% of Blacks, 32.6% of Asians, 12.2% of Chinese and 36.9% of Mixed.
56. To get a sense of the relative magnitudes of the effects of gender, FSM status, ethnicity and prior attainment, we can take one of our models 36 and use it to predict the likelihood of being in HE by 19 for different types of students. Starting with an "average" student with average GCSE attainment and controlling for all else (including prior attainment), the model we picked predicted that the likelihood of participation in HE by 19:
• Fell by 3.5 percentage points if we made our "average" student eligible for FSM.
• Fell by 0.4 percentage points if we changed our student from male to female (but this result was not significant). 58. Before we conclude, it is worth pointing that similar regressions on the YCS (although using socio-economic class rather than FSM) produced very similar results (see Annex 4). In all our models, the effect of ethnicity was positive and highly significant, and the effect of belonging to a lower socio-economic class was negative and highly significant. The effect of gender, by contrast, was significant at the 5% level in only four of our 18 models -and, where it was, its effect was considerably smaller than the FSM and ethnicity effects.
VI. Conclusion
59. The rise in participation of women over the past few decades has been phenomenal and is, without a doubt, one of the great success stories of Higher Education in England. Paradoxically, however, this rise in female participation has made the performance of males look relatively dismal, and concerns have arisen about the increasing gap in participation between men and women. The latest data for England show that 32% of young women in maintained schools are in HE by age 19, compared to 25% of young men in maintained schools -a gap of 7 percentage points.
60. In this paper, we have shown that, once prior attainment is controlled for, the gender gap in HE participation disappears. In other words: the gender gap in HE participation is narrowly related to the gender gap in prior attainment. This is not to say that the gender gap in HE participation does not exist, nor that it isn't large. But our analysis suggests that no additional gender effect appears at the point of entry to Higher Education and, hence, that efforts to reduce the gender gap in HE participation are best aimed at increasing the relative attainment of young men.
61. We have said that the gender gap in HE participation is closely related to the gender gap in prior attainment. This is not necessarily to say, however, that the gender gap in HE participation is caused by gaps in prior attainment. Our statistical models did not allow us to disentangle the direction of causation, but it would be perfectly possible that boys disengage with the educational system at a very early age, and perform very poorly at their GCSEs precisely because they decided a long time ago that they were going to drop out of school at the age of 16 and not go on to HE! Therefore, to echo a recent paper by the Scottish Funding Council on "Gender in Scottish Education":
HE does have a role in challenging and addressing the assumptions and prejudices that lead to some aspects of the pattern. HE should open and change minds rather than simply act as a passive transmitter of the received assumptions on gender.
62. A discussion of gender gaps in HE participation often ends with the question of: does it actually matter? The argument being that, regardless of how much better women perform than men in education, the latter still do far better in the labour marketdespite the Equal Pay Act 1970 and other Government efforts to reduce the pay gap. A plethora of research has been carried out on this issue, but a recent study looking at data which followed UK university graduates for 42 months following their graduation in 1995, found that the gender wage gap stood at 12.6% (in favour of men). 38 It would seem strange, however, to justify differences in education achievement as compensation for other inequalities -not least because the benefits of learning and Higher Education extend beyond the mere immediate, pecuniary gains.
63. In addition, if the Leitch ambition of making the UK a world leader in skills and exceeding 40% of adults qualified to level 4 and above by 2020, up from 29% in 2005, is to be achieved, then the participation of men in HE is going to play an absolutely crucial role. As we pointed out in the background section of this paper, the current HEIPR for women stands at 48%, that for men at 38%. So increasing the participation rates of men to levels similar to those of women would bring us close to increasing participation in higher education towards 50%.
64. So the gender gap in HE participation does matter and, although it can currently be "explained" by prior attainment, the gap continues to widen. For these reasons, it is advisable that the gap continues to be monitored closely and that efforts to raise aspirations and attainment be sustained.
65. The paper also looked at gaps in HE participation between young people from different ethnic groups and from different socio-economic backgrounds. It was found that, in these cases, the gaps (in percentage point terms) were larger than the gender gap, and also they did not disappear entirely after controlling for prior attainment. In fact, in the case of ethnicity, it was overwhelmingly clear the young people from non-White backgrounds were much more likely to participate in HE than their White peers with similar prior attainment.
66. In the case of FSM, we argued that, although we could still find a robust, negative and statistically significant effect -this effect was small, particularly if compared to the impact of prior attainment. In addition, we found that only a relatively small number of pupils on FSM were affected. 
